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The Government of Ethiopia, with the support 
of the international donor community, is 
committed to a process of economic liberalisa- 
tion, the eradication of famine and the pursuit 
of food security. And yet, despite the largely 
positive direction of policy, the Ethiopian peo- 
ples remain highly vulnerable to famine. 

Famine and Food Security in Ethiopia is an 
important contribution to our understanding of 
both the complex processes which have 
resulted in such a high incidence of vulnerabi- 
lity and the responses to famine initiated by 
households and relief agencies. After reviewing 
theories of famine and food security and 
describing famine causality in Ethiopia, the 
authors present empirical evidence collected 
from seven villages, located in different agro- 
ecological zones and livelihood systems, which 
experienced famine in the second half of the 
1980s. The survey data provide information on 
the timing of crises, coping strategies under- 
taken by the affected populations and indica- 
tions of the effectiveness of relief and rehabili- 
tation interventions. One of the seven chapters 
is devoted to the particular experience of 
pastoralists, which confirms the increasing 
fragility and vulnerability of pastoral livelihood 
systems and stresses the need to continue to 
invest in pastoralism, with an emphasis on 
food security objectives. 

There are two main attractions of the study. 
One is the portrayal of the famine process as 


© Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1995 


long-term and complex: the authors claim from 
the outset that famine is not a homogeneous 
actor and that relief interventions should be 
targeted to location- and income-specific needs 
of different groups. And famine is portrayed as 
a complex interaction between drought, con- 
flict, policy failure and markets and prices. The 
second attraction is an excellent account of the 
coping strategies of both cultivators and pastor- 
alists which provides an extremely human and 
moving description of processes of impoverish- 
ment and vulnerability. The presentation of 
these accounts benefits from supplementing 
interview results with oral testimonies. 

One of the main disappointments of the 
book is its insufficient attention to the effects of 
the civil war on famine and food security. 
Because of the war, none of the seven survey 
sites were located in the north of the country. 
But even if, as the authors claim in their 
defence, up to 50 per cent of vulnerable 
households lived outside of the main conflict 
zones, that still leaves 50 per cent whose 
experience of, and response to famine, was 
shaped by the military policies of the govern- 
ment and opposition movements. 


Will Campbell 
Institute of Development Studies, 
University of Sussex 
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